Preserving
History
A SelecTiOn Of WAlHAllA’S ORiGinAl
cOTTAGeS Will enTeR A neW eRA THAnkS TO
THe PASSiOn Of A lOcAl cRAfTSmAn.
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THiS PAGe Walhalla craftsman John Buchecker.
OPPOSiTe PAGe is the original front door of the
coach House.

The interiors of the Old coach
house and Stringers cottage
have been restored in sympathy
with the era. OPPOSiTe PAGe The
downstairs kitchen of the coach
House.
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ormally known as Stringers Creek, until
it was changed in 1866 to the name of a
prosperous mine, Walhalla today is a quaint
and picturesque tourist town soaked in a rich
history. Walhalla has a permanent population of fewer
than 20, a stark comparison to the 8000 who were
scattered in and around Walhalla during the mining
boom. Astonishingly the town wasn't connected to
the power grid until 1998, and even then not everyone
chose to connect; including the Walhalla Hospital,
the Old Post Office and numerous cottages nestled in
among the towering Mountain Ash. For local painter
John Buchecker the delayed connection was a blessing
in disguise. John was behind numerous restorations in
the area; including the now solar powered Old Coach
House and Stringers Cottage. For a place that appears
to be stuck in time, Walhalla is, at its own pace, stepping
quietly into the future.
The story of these cottages lies in the history of
the Walhalla Goldfields Railway, built to replace the
previous one that closed in 1954. Built by the late Ron
Kain, a locomotive driver who was described as an
eccentric and difficult, yet a creative and clever man,
it is said that he had a dream of rebuilding the railway
into a locomotive Disneyland. His fairy tale did not
eventuate, but Walhalla gained a new railway as well
as the two cottages. The Old Coach House was used
to accommodate volunteers building the railway and
Stringers Cottage (named after gold prospector Edward
'Ned' Stringer) to house Ron Kain during the late 1960s
-70s.
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Walhalla's existence has been a wavering one. Aside
from the mining boom and the growth of the tourist
industry in the 1970-80s, Walhalla resembled a ghost
town for much of the twentieth century. Not surprisingly
a number of buildings were left dormant. After changing
ownership a number of times, and escaping demolition
by the state government for not being authentic to the
gold-mining era, the cottages finally came to rest in the
safe hands of Anna Krohn in 2006. She purchased the
properties with the intention of using them as holiday
homes. Anna had grown up in the area and she returned
as an adult, with her Thomas the Tank Engine obsessed
son when she had heard about the working steam train.
At the time the cottages had holes in the floorboards,
flaking paint and no power. Anna wanted the cottages
restored back to their original condition, so after having
witnessed John’s work on the Old Post Office she
approached him with her vision.
John's relationship with Gippsland can be likened to
that of a boomerang. He was born in 1950, in Yallourn,
a town that was later dismantled to make way for coal
mining. When John picked up his first professional
paintbrush at the age of 17 he unknowingly began a
life as a travelling-tradesman. He left Victoria to spend
several years in South Australia, started a family and
breathed life into weathered mansions and transformed
old sheds into cellar doors. It was during these years
that John truly became passionate about his work. He
remembered one particular moment in 1990 when he
realised that not everybody felt the same way he did,
“People didn’t understand the value,” John explained.
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OPPOSiTe PAGe The view across the railway to the coach House,
John on the verandah of the cottage. John also restored the Old

After restoring the original windows of a building, only
to have them replaced by modern ones, it became
clear to him what was truly important; the preservation
of history. Seven years ago laying on the couch in the
family home John came to a conclusion. “I had to
change everything in my life, it was time to go back
home. Walhalla was calling me”.
It took a long time for John to give Anna a quote
to mend the cottages. Both are built on welded
railway, this was no ordinary project. “In the city you
tend to stick to your trade, in the country people want
you to do a little bit of everything. They're willing to
experiment.” The cottages are roosted on the very
edge of a sheer rock face. To say the least, height
was an issue. John built scaffolding to paint the
Old Coach House, overhanging the drop below. A
harness was not too far away either. John enlightened,
“Implementing safety measures usually took longer
than the actual painting.” The cottages and adjoining
sheds are made from local materials; some timber was
taken from Gould, a town flooded for the Moondarra
Reservoir. By chance John found extra timber hidden
in the Old Coach House. He used this to build an extra
bathroom.
Repainting older buildings has its challenges. There
are often numerous coats of paint, including leadbased, and asbestos is occasionally a hidden danger.
For these reasons John would remove as much paint

as possible without sanding, to create a sound surface
to work with. He sourced heritage paints from a local
hardware store, colours that were used when Australia
was first settled, including ochres, traditional colours
used by Indigenous Australians. When John isn't using
heritage paints or mixing his own, he takes a sample of
the original paint to be matched and created.
Once restoration had begun, renting the cottages
out on the weekends aided in funding the process.
At that point portable gaslights were the main light
source, but what happened next was going to take
the restoration to the next level. Anna's encounter
with a leaking lamp bellowing out flames initiated a
journey into a sustainable future for her little cottages.
By this stage connecting to conventional power was
expensive, and after enquiring into solar; and being
told it wasn't possible Anna once again engaged in
discussions with John, who she knew had a keen
interest in alternative energy. Rather than looking
at the obvious, the itsy bitsy wedge of sunlight that
beams onto the cottages for as little as three hours in
the winter, John stuck his head into the books. 12-Volt
was the answer. Implanted in the bookcases of both
cottages are car stereo systems, an oddity yes, but
a creative solution. You don't have to be a qualified
electrician to work with a 12-Volt system, just have
a willingness to learn. After much research a set of
panels were planted atop the Old Coach House at
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the perfect angle, and with each panel being able to
power 20 light bulbs, both cottages benefited. Next
John hid a back-up generator in a neighbouring shed
that automatically kicks into action, powering the
cottages and pumping water from a big water tank up
to a header tank, creating water pressure. Interestingly
Ron Kain had also used this shed to house a
generator; a Caterpillar Engine to power the welding
of parts for the railway. Other than John the only other
person involved was a plumber. LPG gas heats the
water and powers the fridge.
“Anna has been so patient and trusting,” John
beamed. Anna has received excellent feedback about
the solar system. She has merged the new with the
old, with respect to the rich history of the place. “Anna
is a great Bower-bird,” John mused. Inside you'll
stumble across an old working gramophone and a
tuned piano among antique furniture and a myriad of
knick-knacks and trinkets. The timber floors, windows
and the door; a piece of art in its own right, are mostly
original.
John has been given a unique opportunity to
do his 'art' on a grand scale, and having completed
numerous restorations in Walhalla; including the
Rotunda, the Old Post Office and the bakery, among
others, John is considered a veteran. Being on the
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Walhalla Board of Management John helps manage,
improve and maintain historic land and structures.
Next on John’s agenda is a sprinkler system that can
be activated and left to defend the Old Post Office
when fire is threatening.
Unhealthy progress is another issue not taken
lightly. The WBM helped to relieve the now heritage
listed Old Post Office from having its insides ripped
out, walls knocked down and an industrial sized
kitchen implanted, saving a little piece of history for
future generations to enjoy.
Inhaling the crisp mountain air the black cockatoos
swirl above as Stringers Creek gently bubbles
below. Having spent much of his life right here, John
remembers playing in the old mines and the derelict
Old Bakery, “I've had a deep connection to this place
since I was a kid, fishing and camping with my family.
Up here it's my country, if you like.” To date the Old
Coach House, Stringers Cottage and the Old Post
Office have been his most treasured projects. John
wears his love and devotion for his work on his sleeve,
“I've always loved to paint. The cottages have been a
very creative project and I've had a lot of fun. It's been
a great journey.” John reflected with satisfaction, “I've
finally found after all these years something that I’m
truly passionate about.” GCL

